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The Public Libraries Act (England and Wales) was passed in 1850 at a
time when democracy was being hotly debated but only one person
in forty was eligible to vote, and compulsory elementary education
for all was still twenty years in the future. This essay explores how the
public library came to act as a legitimating body for the performance
of class and gender through reading practices. It argues that the social
and political history surrounding the library movement in England is
crucial to an understanding of how, though founded on the Arnoldian
principle of culture as social panacea, it had come by the First World
War to function on the principle of cultural capital as social signifier.
I.
The following is an extract from George Gissing’s 1894 novel In
the Year of Jubilee:
On Wednesday afternoon, about three o’clock, Nancy walked
alone to the library. There, looking at books and photographs in
the window, stood Lionel Tarrant. He greeted her as usual, seemed
not to remark the hot colour in her cheeks, and stepped with her
into the shop. She had meant to choose a novel, but, with Tarrant
looking on, felt constrained to exhibit her capacity for severe read-
ing. The choice of grave works was not large, and she found it
difficult to command her thoughts even for the perusal of titles;
however, she ultimately discovered a book that promised anything
but frivolity, Helmholtz’s “Lectures on Scientific Subjects,” and at
this she clutched.
Two loudly dressed women were at the same time searching the
shelves.
“I wonder whether this is a pretty book?” said one to the other,
taking down a trio of volumes.
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“Oh, it looks as if it might be pretty,” returned her friend, exam-
ining the cover.
They faced to the person behind the counter.
“Is this a pretty book?” one of them enquired loftily.
“Oh yes, Madam, that’s a very pretty book—very pretty.”
Nancy exchanged glances with her companion and smiled. When
they were outside again Tarrant asked:
“Have you found a pretty book?”
She showed him the title of her choice.
“Merciful heavens! You mean to read that? The girls of to-day!
What mere man is worthy of them? But—I must rise to the occa-
sion. We’ll have a chapter as we rest.”1
Gissing’s novel engages overtly and deliberately with a major
English turn-of-the-century debate about readers and reading.2 The
huge increase in literacy that occurred during the second half of
the nineteenth century had profound implications for a patriarchal
capitalist society bound by a class system. As a consequence, de-
bates around how and what people read were marked in this period
by anxieties around gender, class, citizenship, and the public and
private spheres.
These debates had a profound impact on the impulse of utilitarianism
that had motivated William Ewart to force the Public Libraries Act through
Parliament in 1850. From a public space that, in Ewart’s own words,
“might be legally founded by the people, supported by the people, and
enjoyed by the people” in order to foster self-improvement for the good
of the individual (and, by common extrapolation, the nation), the public
library became, more often than not, an architecturally repressive and
logistically prohibitive symbol of civic pride patronized overwhelmingly
by the lower middle classes.3 It was, in other words, a space that ended
up militating against large sections of the population whom it had been
intended to serve. What I want to do in this essay, though, is to challenge
the familiar notion that there is little of interest to say about English
public libraries beyond this fact that their mostly middle-class patrons
borrowed mostly fiction—although it is clear from the records that they
did. What Gissing’s novel points to—and, I suggest, my research in four
English public libraries bears out—is that a more subtle relationship
among books, readers, and public spaces exists behind the statistics and
that this requires us to examine the evidence in new ways.4 I want here
to demonstrate the emergence of a public space in England that conflated
two conflicting contemporary images. The first is the image of the li-
brary as a serious male domain predicated on the principle of social har-
mony and equality through rational debate. This image had been a cru-
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cial factor in the passing of the Libraries Act two years after revolution
had shaken Europe, and it had largely motivated the spirit of self-help
that swept into vogue afterward.
The second is the long-standing image of novel reading as a pre-
dominantly feminine activity, something “light” and “frivolous.” This
conflation of class and gender stereotypes within the dangerous
social melting pot of the public library against the background of a
prosperous nation anxious about its infrastructure meant that the
activity of reading took on a new dimension. The complex social
dynamic that existed in the nineteenth century, I want to suggest,
helped to create a new characterization of reading as a socially spe-
cific form of consumption.
My opening quotation represents more than a convenient con-
nection between books and class identities. Gissing is not alone in
the social construction that he places on reading: the importance of
literature as social signifier is everywhere discussed in this period.
In the 1880 polemic Woman’s Work and Worth, W. H. Davenport Adams
suggested that while “it is said that a man or a woman may be known
by the company he or she keeps; a truer index to character is the
books they read.”5 H. G. Wells’s appallingly self-satisfied middle-
class character Coote is defined in Kipps: The Story of a Simple Soul
(1905) by a bookshelf the contents of which, “no worse an array . . .
than any you find in any public library,” represents “a compendium
of the contemporary British mind.”6 E. M. Forster was still using the
connection as a literary device in 1910. For Margaret Schlegel, the
upper-middle-class heroine of Howards End, class is innate; “wide”
and “widening” is the “gulf that stretches between the natural and
the philosophic man,” and the lower middle classes are simply “good
chaps who are wrecked trying to cross it.” But it is only through the
“vague aspirations, the mental dishonesty, the familiarity with
the outsides of books” displayed by bank clerk Leonard Bast that
Margaret feels she recognizes him as one of these good men, “one of
the thousands who have lost the life of the body and failed to reach
the life of the spirit.”7 Bast’s last conscious thought as he falls dead at
the novel’s end and pulls a bookcase over on himself is that “books
fell over him in a shower. Nothing had sense.”8 The pouring over
himself of what to him have always been—and because of his class
can always only be—empty signifiers solves the novel’s ambivalence
about middle-classness by turning it into a simple split between know-
ing and not-knowing the value of literature. This depends absolutely
on a notion of the “naturalness” of what, following the French soci-
ologist Pierre Bourdieu, we might usefully call the cultural capital
invested in books; for Forster, some books are simply “better,”
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“higher,” more “valuable” than others, and some people are simply
more able than others to appreciate and benefit from them.
Gissing’s novel, however, posits a more subtle equation between
cultural capital and class identity that points to the physical, spatial
implications of Bourdieu’s notion that class is that which is “defined
as much by its being-perceived as by its being, by its consumption—
which need not be conspicuous in order to be symbolic—as by its
position in the relation of production.”9 In Gissing’s novel books
become the bearers par excellence of cultural capital in Bourdieu’s
sense of the term, the public spaces in which the exchanges of capi-
tal take place loaded with social significance. Choosing the right book
in the right way can make or mar a social career.
We are introduced to Nancy as she gazes out of the window of her
house: “It is a neighbourhood in decay, a bit of London which does
not keep pace with the times. And Nancy hated it. She would have
preferred to live even in a poor and grimy street which neighboured
the main track of business and pleasure . . . On the table lay a new
volume from the circulating library,—something about Evolution—
but she had no mind to read it; it would have made her too con-
scious of the insincerity with which she approached such profound
subjects.”10 Thus positioned as outside yet acutely aware of the so-
cial scene, Nancy is “haunted by an uneasy sense of doubtfulness as
to her social position.”11 Her father admits later that in raising her,
in giving her an education that he has not the wherewithal to match
materially, he has “made her neither one thing nor the other.”12
Crucially, though, it is through the use of public spaces that expose
an “inherent” class inferiority that the novel frequently separates its
heroine from the potentially leveling effects of her education. In the
pivotal Jubilee Day scene the two halves of Nancy’s social make-up—
the vulgarly abandoned shop-girl and the controlled, cultured observer—
are two sides of the same coin:
She had escaped to enjoy herself, and the sense of freedom soon
overcame her anxieties. No-one observed her solitary state; she
was one of millions walking about the streets because it was Jubilee
Day, and every movement packed her more tightly among the
tramping populace . . . Nancy forgot her identity, lost sight of her-
self as an individual. She did not think and her emotions differed
little from those of any shop-girl let loose. The “culture” to which
she laid claim evanesced in this atmosphere of exhalations. Could
she have seen her face, its look of vulgar abandonment would have
horrified her.13
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Without the external signifiers of status on which it depends, pub-
lic middle-classness for Gissing is a void between social station in
constant danger of slipping—and always in a downward direction.
This isolated, fluid, permanently anxious social position is marked
by Nancy’s literary tastes, by her symbolic (and in this case very
conspicuous) consumption. On the table in the introductory scene
lies a new volume on evolution from the circulating library that she
cannot bring herself to read, and here in a nutshell is her dilemma.
While she rejects the popular, she cannot wholly shake its influence;
she is disturbed and dangerously excited by the atmosphere of na-
tional Jubilee, “in spite of her professed disregard for the gathering
tumult of popular enthusiasm.”14 She knows but does not wish to be
reminded of her own cultural insincerity, but the prominent display
of her circulating library volume on evolution is an insincerity both
essential to the maintenance of her position and—paradoxically—
intrinsic to its instability. The membership of a circulating library
itself proclaims her social arrival. The volume’s subject matter im-
plies an innate proclivity for serious scientific reading. But this also
denotes class insecurity, a distrust of what the borrowing of fiction
might say about her (just as, on a semantic level, it also gives away
the social evolution in which she is herself perpetually involved). In
short, the table in her sitting room, the Jubilee Day adventure, and
the library are all public spaces in which she might rehearse her own
class superiority, pass off aspiring as being.
They are also, however, places in which she is in constant danger
of being caught “slipping.” In the library her social superior, Lionel
Tarrant, displaying what Bourdieu has called “the familiar relation
to culture which authorises the liberties and audacities of those who
are linked to it by birth, that is, by nature and essence,”15 mocks her
selection of Helmholtz as she mocks the loudly dressed ladies in
search of a “pretty” novel. Here Nancy simply tries too hard, like
Forster’s bank clerk, Leonard Bast, who reads Ruskin to his wife “to
show you the kind of man I am,” and Wells’s Kipps, who reads the
same critic to himself “with ruthless determination.”16 And when she
allows herself to be caught up in the gathering tumult of popular
enthusiasm on Jubilee Day (to be caught up as though in the pages
of a popular novel), Nancy is stripped of the culture to which she
aspires, becoming a raw particle in a trampling, mindless, dangerous
mass with no purpose but pleasure.
Given Gissing’s consistent use of the book as symbol, it is worth
mentioning here that his choice of Helmholtz’s theories is highly sig-
nificant. Hermann von Helmholtz was responsible not only for major
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advances in ophthalmology (the science, we might say, of looking
closely at looking) but also for famous and globally influential theories
on the phenomena of nature, which, he declared, “are to be reduced to
movements of bits of matter with unalterable moving forces that
depend only on their spatial relations.”17 What Nancy has chosen in
her panic, in other words, is a theory that (if she ever read it) would
merely confirm her own deepest fears about hidden inner forces being
uncontrollably activated by spaces.
In Nancy’s irremediably anxious class position and in the reading
habits that somehow both create and mark it, I think we have a model
worthy of interrogation. What this fictional characterization suggests
is that a reader is “constructed” in this period not just through
personal choice or through the publishing and distribution practices
that determine access to that choice (or lack of it) but also through
the social functions linked to the public spaces in which books were
selected, displayed, and read.
II.
The circulating library—probably Mudie’s (started 1842) or Smith’s
(1860)—from which Nancy is likely to have borrowed her volume on
evolution was a private company that offered a lending service to
paying subscribers. For a minimum of a guinea a year a subscriber
could borrow one book at a time, and for a maximum of five guineas
a parcel of books could be sent every fortnight for a year, either
selected by the subscriber or chosen by the library. The circulating
libraries were strongholds of middle-class values, long held but
finally made public in an announcement on 31 November 1909 that
decreed that the books they distributed ought to be morally improv-
ing in tone and that they planned to take a stand against books that
“are regarded as transgressing the dictates of good taste in subject or
treatment.”18 By this agreement the circulating libraries divided new
books into three categories: (1) satisfactory, which meant suitable
for general release; (2) doubtful, which meant stocked but not dis-
tributed unless asked for; and (3) objectionable, which meant banned
altogether. Many slightly suggestive or in some way progressive
books—including those by George Moore, H. G. Wells, and Hall
Caine—fell foul of these regulations, and the Society of Authors pro-
tested loudly, but records indicate that circulating library clients
approved of them: the turnover of Smith’s library increased from
£2,410 in the half-year of its opening in 1860 to £114,835 in 1913–
14, and Mudie dispatched some five or six thousand volumes from
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its London headquarters every day.19 Mudie might be—and frequently
was—accused of peddling worthless fiction to bored ladies and of
inhibiting the progress of art, but the middle classes apparently had
a strong sense of the books that it was acceptable for them to obtain
through this public medium. By selling morality and conservatism,
circulating libraries like Mudie’s sidestepped the fiction and art
issues, made a substantial profit, and largely controlled the publish-
ing industry for some years. When an author was taken on by Mudie’s,
he or she had arrived financially, and if he or she wasn’t, there were
few alternatives. The best-selling author Arnold Bennett admitted
wryly in 1909 that “without the patronage of the circulating libraries
I should either have to live on sixpence a day or starve.”20 The price
of a subscription also ensured for patrons a certain status in mem-
bership. The circulating libraries were, nonetheless, accused sporadi-
cally throughout the period of contaminating middle-class households
either physically with disease or intellectually with socialism, and
their policies were thus always a balancing act between reader de-
mand and a highly vocal press.
The public library, designed to make good books available to all,
was originally at least partly conceived as an alternative to Mudie’s.
The full history of the movement is outside the scope of this study,
but there are some important factors in its history that are worth
noting because they contribute to the failure to live up to that prom-
ise. For one thing, the Public Library Movement was hardly the
result of popular pressure, since the Parliament that brought in the
Act was not democratically elected; at the time, only one person in
forty was eligible to vote.21 The movement therefore has to be seen
as in some way engaging with middle-class concerns about the world,
a world anxious about—among other things—trade, Chartism,
England’s future, social control, and the public space, particularly in
the wake of the 1848 revolutions in Europe. The Commons debates
ranged from those that viewed the spread of literacy as dangerous,
through those that stressed the need to provide the poor with decent
housing, food, and jobs rather than improving literature, to those
that sided with John Ruskin and Matthew Arnold about the social
value of art. All of these are reflected in the restrictions that marked
the bill’s passage through Parliament; when it finally received Royal
Assent on 14 August 1850 and passed into law, it was a pale reflec-
tion of Ewart’s original premise.
One of the most important and debilitating of these restrictions
was financial. Ewart had proposed an unlimited rating power but
ended up being forced to agree to a maximum of a halfpenny in the
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pound. This meant that the money it was possible to raise from the
rates was nowhere near enough to pay for books as well as buildings.
Many early public libraries were appallingly under-resourced and
forced to rely on donations, usually the clearing out of outdated or
highly specialized volumes from private libraries. Winchester, the
first public library to open its doors after the passing of the Act, did
so on 10 November 1851 in an inaccessible attic with only three
hundred books, none of them available for home reading, and even
eighteen years later was lamenting that its stocks were appallingly
low and easily explained Wintonians’ lack of interest in their library.22
A second restriction was that only towns with a population of over
ten thousand were empowered to adopt, and even then only if two
thirds of the ratepayers agreed. All of this suspicion, apathy, and
restraint meant that adoption was extremely slow in the early years.
By 1880, the beginning of the period with which I am concerned
here, Andrew Carnegie had begun adding to the momentum with
his grants, and the halfpenny rate had been raised to a penny in the
pound, but there were still financial obstacles to adoption that many
councils felt were insuperable. In towns that had decided to adopt
the Act, borrower numbers were, however, increasing, and the
libraries clearly had a vested interest in encouraging this trend, due
to the need to justify their existence both to the councils and to the
ratepayers who had voted them into office. There is, then, a logisti-
cal if not strictly financial impulse at work that demands that
consumer needs be taken into account, and, indeed, annual reports
regularly congratulate themselves when their borrower numbers rise
in a given year and lament or rationalize when they do not.
One crucial result of the money shortage was the decision by
all four of the libraries I have looked at to take out a subscription
to either Mudie’s or Smith’s and borrow a certain number of new,
high-demand, but short-life-span books each year, thus borrowing
alongside them, of course, the censorship for which these libraries
were famous. J. T. Burchett, Winchester’s chief librarian from 1886
to 1914, explained in an interview with the Hampshire Chronicle in
1905 that borrower numbers dropped in 1888–89 because the library
“could not get new books and the people had practically read up.”23
Shortly after his arrival he suggested to the council that they sub-
scribe to Smith’s in order to increase their stock and its appeal
to borrowers, but the council resisted until as late as 1897, when
the princely sum of £12 12s. 6d. was authorized to be spent on a
subscription, though, the council minutes warn portentously, rather
for the provision of “expensive books which the Committee were
unable to purchase” than for the provision of popular novels.24
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III.
Winchester was not, of course, alone in its resistance to novels.
The provision of fiction in libraries was part of a much older debate
that had exercised many a committee, filled columns of newsprint,
and passed into the Commons debates prior to the passing of the
Libraries Act, but by and large the evangelical impulse that had set
out (fruitlessly, of course) to condemn all fiction in the early part of
the nineteenth century had softened by its final third into a grudging
acceptance of certain types, themes, and forms—reinforced and
in part controlled by Mudie’s and Smith’s. Nonetheless, the public
library movement continued to rehearse many of these debates and
added to them a new dimension—that of the role of a public service
in a public space, with all the social problems that might entail.
The great fear that the working population would be tempted to
use the libraries as places in which to pass a rainy hour in idleness
or—worse still—the reading of trash militated against the provision of
all popular forms of reading for some years. Reading and vice were
inextricably linked; for a time, the racing news was blacked out of
newspapers in some libraries.25 But the debates around whether the
ban should be lifted in order to encourage the working classes to
return indicate that the notion of self-improvement through aesthet-
ics had already, by the 1890s, lost out to a more powerful notion.
Arguing against the lifting of the ban in a paper read at the Library
Association’s 1893 conference, the librarian R. K. Dent pointed
to “numbers of rough and ill-behaved fellows who, in spite of all
efforts, persisted in disturbing the peace of the reading rooms, and
interfering with the comfort of quiet readers at the news stands. Hav-
ing no taste for reading whatsoever, beyond the latest t ips,
programmes, and results of races, and having exhausted these, they
would beguile the time of waiting for the arrival of other papers
by various loutish tricks, until, in spite of every effort, the reading
rooms . . . were shunned by the better class of ratepayers.”26 This is
a circumstance that, he makes clear, is to be avoided at all costs.
The kinds of literature that a library stocked was by this period seen
as crucial then, and not merely in order to serve the spirit of self-help
that was the guiding principle of Ewart’s Act. The pre-Act enquiries
had been lent considerable weight by the evidence given by Samuel
Smiles, then assistant secretary of the Leeds and Thirsk Railway and
an enthusiastic supporter of rate-supported libraries, shortly thereafter
to become the widely read author of the self-help movement’s bible,
Self-Help: With Illustrations of Conduct and Perseverance (1859). The book
struck such a chord with the public that it sold twenty thousand copies
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in its first year and was still selling well forty years later. In it Smiles
stated that “the healthy spirit of self-help created amongst working
people would more than any other measure serve to raise them as a
class, and this, not by pulling down others, but by levelling them up to
a higher and still advancing state of religion, intelligence and virtue.”27
Instead of the democratic process that Smiles clearly envisioned in
1859, though, what we are seeing by 1893 when Dent made his plea
to the Library Association conference is literature as a form of social
control. Fiction reading, in fact, had come by this period to stand in a
metonymic relation to a number of social ills, and the debate over its
inclusion in public libraries foregrounds the thinking behind them.
In an ironic reversal of one of the main impulses behind the library
movement—that of providing working people with an alternative space
to the public house—the reading of “ephemeral fiction” (as it came to
be called) is frequently likened to an addiction to drink. An antiadoption
letter to the Times on 25 December 1886 may have put the movement
itself down to “masculine women and screaming tee-totallers,”
but throughout the period and particularly toward its close there are
numerous examples of the reversal of this objection. In 1863 in an
article on “Sensation Fiction,” then considered a particularly virulent
and nasty form of literature, Henry Mansel describes the “ephemeral”
novel as “striving to act as the dram or the dose, rather than as the
solid food, because the effect is more immediately perceptible.”28 Smiles
himself came to warn against “literature” (by which he meant fiction):
“how much of our reading is but the indulgence of a sort of intellectual
dram-drinking, imparting a grateful excitement for the moment.”29 The
Yorkshire Daily Observer opined in 1908 that “the fine lady who spends
all her waking hours upon the couch in reading the latest novels—
consuming upon average one romance per diem—rarely develops into
an intellectual athlete, and may sometimes resort to worse stimulants.”
In the same year the Daily Telegraph warned that “fiction-reading is like
dram-drinking. It becomes an inveterate habit.” The Dundee Advertiser
defended fiction on the grounds that “it is very probable that if the
mental grog-shop is closed to them they will find what they want in the
other grog shop.”30 Fiction reading was thought to encourage theft. It
was supposed to soften the mind and make it impervious to better things.
It turned young mothers into slatterns. It kept the workman from his
job. Debates about fiction reading thus drew upon preexisting con-
cerns about class, gender, and morality, and for some time the library
as public space was anxiously viewed as an attempt to transgress the
boundaries of any or all of these.
“The Great Fiction Bore” (as the Library Association, tired of the
debate taking up the greater part of its annual meetings, came to call
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it in 1908) had almost petered out by the First World War. But
almost all library reports continue throughout the period to express
some concern on their first pages over the numbers of fiction books
borrowed, congratulating themselves on having reduced the num-
ber in a given year or seeking to rationalize the fact that they seem
unable to do so, and they often praise their townspeople when
they display a propensity for more serious reading matter. These
reports, published annually in local newspapers and summarized in
the Times, made explicit the Public Library movement’s disapproval
of lightweight reading habits and encouraged the public to think
of their library as a somewhat repressive institution that provided
fiction unwillingly but bestowed upon its more serious users a
certain legitimization leading to a sense of self-worth and public-
spiritedness.
In the end, of course, the need to keep up borrower numbers pre-
vailed, and what borrowers wanted above all else was fiction. None
of my four case studies deviates significantly from the oft-quoted
statistics that place fiction at between 65 and 90 percent of all
categories of borrowings in the period. But a closer look at the
borrower records reveals a more important dimension to the “Great
Fiction Bore.”31 By 1913 the borrowing of fiction at Southampton’s
Central Library stood at 70.78 percent of total issues after several
years of successive decline, which the committee of 1897 had put
down to “the care of the staff in assisting the public to a good choice
of books, especially those having an educational value.”32 At the
local branch library in Shirley, however, the picture was slightly
different. Here the borrowing of fiction was on average both initially
higher than at the Central and steadily increasing throughout the
period, until in 1915 it stood at 85.74 percent—almost 15 percent
higher than at the Central.33 Borrower occupation records show that
of users at the Central, clerks tended to be the highest category, with
scholars and students next on the list, and this remained true through-
out the period. In Shirley, however, clerks and students were a lower
category of borrowers, with occupations such as steward, chauffeur,
and grocer’s assistant figuring prominently. The ratio of unoccupied
women to men is also considerably lower in Shirley, standing at 140
women to 23 men, while in the Central Library area it is 244 women
to 20 men. This could be an indication that the middle-class house-
holds utilizing the Central Library, wealthy enough to permit their
women to stay in the home, were also those most likely not only to
buy rather than borrow such fiction but to use their public library as
a public space in which to engage in different—and more serious—
kinds of reading.
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There is further evidence. Southampton’s Central provided fic-
tion in both its lending and its reference departments. In 1888, the
year of its opening, the report recorded an issue of 20,280 volumes
of fiction from the lending library and 1,923 from the reference, but
the issue of fiction from the latter dwindled until by 1908 there were
none at all, and this state of affairs continued up until the First World
War—an indication, perhaps, that the library’s disapproval was work-
ing.34 When the Portswood Branch was opened in 1915 in an area of
urban renewal specifically designed to attract the aspirant middle
classes (according to the memoirs of Sir Sidney Kimber, then on the
town council and later mayor), we find fiction reading on average 12
percent lower even than the Central and categories such as history,
art, and science top of the list.35
Unfortunately, neither Winchester nor York lists borrower statis-
tics, though they do provide catalogs and financial details. In Leeds,
where we have fuller records, however, fiction represented 75 per-
cent of total issues in 1872, but by 1914 it was down to 46.6 percent.36
Leeds does not separate out its issue statistics by branch, but some
clues are provided both by the kinds of periodicals that are stocked
in each library and by the occupation statistics. While the Central
stocked predominantly scientific and professional journals such as
Athenaeum, the Economist, the Lancet, and the Art Journal, the branches
in the nearby industrial areas of Hunslet and Holbeck tended to stock
periodicals devoted at least partially to fiction and lighter kinds of
reading such as All the Year Round, Blackwood’s, and the Illustrated
London News. In 1871 the Central’s borrowers were predominantly
agents, collectors, merchants, manufacturers, unoccupied women,
housewives, and clerks, in keeping with the city center’s profile
as an area devoted largely to banking and trading. In Hunslet,
however, mechanics, artisans, clerks, and women (employed as well
as unemployed) were the heaviest borrowers, and in Holbeck
mechanics far outnumbered other borrowers.37 Of all these, clerks
consulted the reference works most frequently—6,658 times as com-
pared to only 1,130 consultations by professional men. (It is worth
noting here that clerks were members of an occupational category
often ridiculed for its aspirant petit-bourgeois qualities, as witness
Forster’s Leonard Bast.) By 1891 pupils, artisans, and clerks were the
heaviest borrowers overall, but professional gentlewomen now ran a
close fourth, a marker, perhaps, of the town’s changing demographic
climate in line with its rise in prosperity.
There is, then, a slightly different character to the kinds of reading
being done in each case, just as in Southampton, with more serious
reading being done at the Central and by a “higher” class of reader.
LC 37-2 01 Hammond 2/27/02, 3:35 PM94
95
Fiction borrowing as a whole continued to decline in Leeds until 1914–
15, when, according to the annual report, “in consequence of the pre-
occupation of the public mind with the war and the heavy demands
made upon the workers of Leeds in the clothing and other trades for
Army work, there has been a tendency to return to the lighter forms
of literature.” But also, crucially, during that same year there was a
“considerable issue of books on the various countries of Europe and
Asia, affected by military movements, and about War Origins, the
Armies and Navies, Aircraft, Imperial Defence, and of works by French
and Russian writers.”38
These statistics and fragments of clues seem to indicate that the
higher class or the more aspirational the clientele, the less fiction it
borrows. Or, perhaps, that patrons who wanted fiction and were
unable to buy it for some reason found it easier or more congenial to
obtain it from smaller branch libraries rather than from the Central.
This raises the possibility that reading is becoming through this
period a means not just of facilitating self-education, as Ewart and
his supporters intended, or of obtaining fiction for free, as the
movement’s critics feared (though both of these functions were obvi-
ously being served) but also, for a certain section of the population,
of signaling affiliation: of class, of taste, of nationality, of political
allegiance. And the libraries—particularly the large central libraries—
were a public space in which these affiliations could be signaled
prominently.
IV.
Placing these possibilities alongside other evidence indicates that
libraries themselves encouraged this development. Despite the
financial strictures already mentioned, committees inspired both by
Ruskinite notions about the improving nature of art and by bour-
geois civic symbolism frequently elected to erect lavish, imposing
library buildings in their city centers as soon as they could afford it,
and minute books bear witness to council approval for numerous
alterations designed to maintain or improve the grandeur of the
accommodation, often at the expense of its stock. In 1877, for
example, Winchester spent £120 on the upkeep of its reading rooms
and only £50 on books.39 But it was a symbol that made relating to
it, as well as using it, difficult for certain sections of the population.
In the early years, as the readership historian Richard Altick
has noted, libraries were the haunt of “public building parasites:
vagrants taking shelter from rain and cold, loafers and eccentrics
spitting, smoking and discussing the merits and demerits of horses in
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language unfit for quotation.”40 “What shall the librarian do?”
lamented the Library Association at its first annual meeting in 1889.41
The answer was to impose a form of social control not only, as we
have seen, by limiting library stock to discourage the undesirable
and unredeemable elements thought to be connected to it but also
by instigating severe rules and regulations designed to discourage
use of the library as a congenial meeting place, insisting on silence
within and prohibiting congregation in doorways or on steps.
Persons using the library were expected to be clean and risked
banishment if they were not. This measure was ostensibly designed
to protect the books. But it also meant that at a time when few work-
places provided washing facilities for their employees, calling in to
borrow a book on the way home was fraught with risk and embar-
rassment for those employed in manual jobs.
In her 1907 study of the working-class inhabitants of the iron town
of Middlesborough, Lady Bell found that the working man arrived
home in such a condition that “before looking like a respectable citi-
zen he has to make an elaborate toilet, washing, and changing all
his clothes.”42 The autobiographies of the period’s mill and factory
workers frequently bear out this assessment. Alice Foley, for example,
gives an account of her working-class life in Bolton in 1905 in which
she graphically describes the lack of workplace facilities:
No hot water was available for washing dirty, oily hands, and each
Saturday noon after laboriously cleaning clogged, fluffy machin-
ery on hands and knees, we trudged off to the factory lodge seek-
ing to remove excess of grime and grease in its steamy stagnancy
before going home for the half-day rest.
Old sinks were receptacles for wet tea-leaves and sodden news-
papers; no towels were provided and toilets were dark, smelly and
inadequate. Of social welfare or refinement there was no hint.43
Lady Bell found, in addition, that “the library is used by many of
the better class of workmen, but not much by the very poor,” and
she goes on to explain the difficulty in terms that are—significantly—
ideological as well as practical:
It is quite possible that some of these are deterred by the mere
ceremonies that have to be gone through to take out a book. A
woman who lives in a distant part of town, whose outer garment is
probably a ragged shawl fastened with a pin, may not like going up
an imposing flight of stairs, getting a ticket, giving a name, looking
through a catalogue, having the book entered, etc.; whereas many
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of these would read the book if it were actually put into their hands.
Women, at any rate, of all classes know how often our activities are
governed by our clothes, and how the fact of being unsuitably clad
for a given course of conduct may be enough to prevent us from
embarking on it.44
Again, Alice Foley bears out Lady Bell’s assessment of the diffi-
culty. As she grew up she became her family’s chief book borrower,
making a weekly journey to a library that, although a branch, was
still some distance away from her home and far from welcoming to
girls of her class:
In those days there was no access to open shelves and the selection
of books was quite a business. First came the job of probing through
the massive catalogues for author and book number, followed by
reference to an in-and-out card index—green in, black out, which
often entailed a tedious repetition. After the selection I usually crept
upstairs to the reading-room, trying to still the clatter of clogs
on stone steps, but on settling down with a picture magazine, up
came the irate caretaker, and I was shunted out like an unwanted
animal.45
What stands out here is that the tedious process of selection and
borrowing took place under the eyes not only of other borrowers but
also of the “caretaker” or the librarian, who took his or her
duties—among them the care of stock and the recommendation of
improving literature—very seriously.46 Even after the open-access
system was introduced, surveillance was a large part of the librarian’s
role; as the recent library historian Alistair Black has put it, “The
library counter is not just a physical, but also a psychological barrier.
It symbolises the power of the library’s staff over the user, and it can
be positioned in such as way as to enhance, through supervision, that
very power.”47 While Black’s otherwise excellent history denies the
existence of evidence that this supervision led to class selectivity, it
certainly exists, not only in the testimony of those who, like Alice Foley
or Lady Bell, either used the library or observed those users but in the
pages of the reports themselves. While libraries did frequently provide
public facilities, for example, they were not intended to take the place
of general personal cleanliness, as the 1870 annual report of Leeds Public
Library indicates:
Sometimes we have come in contact with the “great unwashed”
when they have been directed to the lavatory, and duly cautioned
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that the privilege of borrowing would be cancelled upon a repeti-
tion of this offence against the rules of the library . . . The stock is
new, and comparatively clean, but in a very short time a bloom
will grow upon it, in spite of the vigilance used to detect grimy
readers, and must be debited to ordinary wear and tear. This is
inevitable, and will be so until all classes become more careful in
performing their ablutions.48
This is a hope that, until the improvement of sanitary facilities in
working-class homes and workplaces, was clearly not to be realized,
and it indicates that the atmosphere of the library was strongly pro-
hibitive for certain sections of the population.
A related and very public issue was that of disease prevention.
Books were generally thought to be potential “plague carriers”
throughout this period—Mudie’s were viewed with suspicion for some
time for this reason, and articles in the medical journal the Lancet
recommend both the disinfecting of returned books and that patrons
be forced to declare their households free from disease.49 But public
spaces were obviously deemed to be particularly hazardous. Library
committees held long meetings to debate the problem. By way of
a preventative but also in order to convince users of their safety,
notices were prominently displayed in libraries, catalogs, and news-
papers that ordered the burning of infected books and the banning
not only of those who were known disease carriers but also of their
caretakers. How librarians were expected to know these things is not
recorded, but the sense of surveillance is, of course, pervasive, and
the notion of a book-burning session is an incredibly powerful one.
This is particularly true when it is designed to excise not seditious
literature but traces of people.
Intriguingly, Lady Bell suggests that smaller, less imposing spaces—
such as, perhaps, those the branch libraries provided—might prove
more attractive to working-class borrowers: “The people who, for
one reason or another, do not use the Free Library, will sometimes
be willing to frequent smaller and less imposing centres of learning,”
she suggests, and it is easy to see how a public space inhabited by
familiar types of people, if not by friends and neighbors, might have
been attractive.50 But the tenor of her discussion indicates that this
might be so for reasons of intellectual as well as physical comfort.
The embarrassment over “not knowing” which books to ask for and
how figures as largely as the embarrassment over clothing and clean-
liness: “A working-class man seeking diversion may be willing to read
the things that he finds under his hand, but he may not have purpose
and zest enough to take definite steps to procure anything else, let
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alone the fact that he may not know what to procure, since he has
not the opportunities enjoyed by the better off of compiling lists of
books from the literary columns of the newspapers.”51
Some library catalogs made explicit their expectations in this
direction and positively discouraged the use of public libraries for
browsing. The Leeds Public Library catalog of 1894 includes a
section of tips on “How to Use the Public Library.” Among them,
closely echoing Smiles’s pronouncement in Self-Help that “the most
profitable study is that which is conducted with a definite aim and
object,”52 is the advice: “Come to the library with a definite book or
subject in mind, rather than with an aimless desire for ‘some book—
no matter what’ . . . Read carefully and thoroughly, so as to be able
to digest one subject in your mind before passing on to another. Do
not form the habit of returning your books every two or three days.
Such a practice, if persisted in, will make your reading a morbid
habit, rather than a benefit.”53
In Bourdieu’s terminology, as in Gissing’s, knowing equals cultural
capital, and not knowing represents lack—a lack that was made all too
embarrassingly public through the process of selection integral to the
operations of the public library; the women in Gissing’s fictional
library who ask whether a book is “pretty” and thereby proclaim their
class inferiority are prime objects of ridicule to Nancy and Tarrant.
But in many of these examples the issue of public reading is, of
course, one of gender as well as of class, and it is rooted in con-
temporary discourses around woman’s physical and, by extension,
spiritual purity, particularly where this is seen to be threatened
by women’s increasing access to public spaces and to potentially
licentious literature. It is vital, therefore, to add to Bourdieu’s model
an exploration of how the experience of the socially constructed sub-
ject might be different for women and how that difference affects the
assignment of cultural capital to books.
Visiting the public library was not merely considered dangerous for
women on an intellectual level in that it might provide them with
access to immoral or seditious literature—a fear that was fairly thor-
oughly addressed by the end of the period by the stringent censorship
operated by most librarians—but it was also, of course, fraught with
danger on a physical level. Women entering the public sphere were
subject to the gazes of untold numbers of men of all classes, and as
Kate Flint has suggested, the act of reading publicly was seen not only
as an incitement to men to consider the direction of a woman’s mental
processes but as an opportunity for advantage to be taken of the
relaxed social awareness that absorption in reading might entail.54
Libraries were anxiously recognized as potential courting grounds, as
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Nancy and Tarrant indicate. The fiction debate thus took on an extra
dimension where women were concerned. Fiction reading had long
been thought to encourage mental laxity, even, as we have seen,
to develop into a form of addiction akin to drink in its symptomatic
abdication of social responsibility. Stories abounded of young women
neglecting their families’ needs in favor of the temptations of the latest
fictional serial, much as earlier in the century the figure of the young
mother debilitated by drink was used to raise social consciousness
of the issue as a whole. “Many are the crimes brought about by the
disordered imagination of a reader of sensational, and often immoral,
rubbish,” wrote one correspondent to the Evening Standard in 1891,
“whilst many a home is neglected and uncared for owing to the all-
absorbed novel-reading wife.”55 This mental laxity was seen as dan-
gerous for women themselves, of course, but it was also thought to
intervene in the self-improvement impulses of men and thus to
problematize the public sphere itself. A direct line was posited by many
social commentators from the novel to women to the family and thence
to the fabric of society. In 1908 the Manchester Guardian declared that
“those who have observed most closely the life of Manchester work-
men will tell you that a strong impulse towards serious reading is very
common among them, and that to a great extent it is baulked by the
difficulty of obtaining space and quiet to read either at home or in a
branch library that is mainly engaged in distributing feeble fiction to
uncritical young women.”56
According to Smiles, indeed, it is the presence not only of women
but also of gendered types of literature that is a problem; fiction
was so tied to notions of women’s feebler intellects that it was
capable of feminizing men. Smiles’s self-help manual is filled with
metaphors of this type; to give just one example: “the habit of intel-
lectual dissipation, thus engendered, cannot fail, in course of time,
to produce a thoroughly emasculating effect both upon their mind
and character . . . It is the idlest of all idlenesses, and leaves more of
impotency than any other.” This impotence had dire consequences.
Without his “spring” and his “powers of life” a man is able to “pro-
duce no healthy growth either of character or intellect.” And, of
course, it is character that “constitutes the true source of national
vigour and strength.”57
Fiction, then, is capable of weakening the nation itself. The an-
swer to the problem of a “feminizing” literature that emasculated the
nation might seem to be obvious—teach women to read and write
more serious, “masculine” books. But the idea of encouraging
serious reading among women was itself problematized by medical
arguments that constructed women’s physiology as intrinsically
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unsuited to study because it interfered with the energies required by
her idealized role as the nation’s mother. On 14 May 1910 the Times
was still insisting that a woman needed instinct and emotion as well
as learning if she was to fulfil her role: “It is the perfect balance of
head and heart that makes, and must make, the power of modern
women . . . for a nation to be truly great, must always have high
ideals, and it is the women who mould those ideals.” In the same
year Florence Farr, a prosuffragette and New Woman author, was
also still warning against the dangers of intellectual pursuits for
the nation’s mothers: “I am not saying that all women should be
mothers, nor am I saying that mothers should not have intellectual
pleasures, but I do agree that they should not have intellectual tasks,
and above all that they should be protected from worry, anxiety,
and irritation.”58
Jessica, Gissing’s satirical representation of a female student in In
the Year of Jubilee, gives herself a complete breakdown by diverting
all her energies into her studies. Her moral courage, her usefulness
as a friend, her mental and physical health—and, therefore, we are
expected to assume, her prospects for marriage and motherhood—
decline in direct proportion to the amount of serious reading with
which she crams her overloaded brain. She then abandons one sort
of fanaticism for another and becomes a zealous evangelist, repress-
ing once again the sexual and emotional energies that she ought to
be channeling into motherhood and becoming a sad, pale creature
on the brink of madness.
But if woman was to remain the nation’s moral and spiritual guid-
ing light, she must, it was clear, also partake in some way in the great
civic project of the second half of the nineteenth century, which,
combining the self-improvement of the private individual with the
aesthetic symbolism of private man’s achievements in the form of
the public building, served to create an equation between bourgeois
male and “natural” triumphant humanity. Since the eighteenth cen-
tury woman’s place in this model had been to perpetuate the illusion
of individual freedom on which the concept of “natural” man was
predicated within the sphere of the bourgeois family, where male
domination was also perceived as “natural,” and the “natural”
woman’s freedom was spiritual and conceptual rather than actual.
She was free, that is, to have a good moral influence over men through
the illusion of the love match. The increasing acceptance of certain
kinds of fiction in public libraries can be seen in part as an effect
of these two conflicting ideas; the provision of uplifting but not-
too-taxing reading that had been passed through rigorous censor-
ship was one way of encouraging women to use their public spaces
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as “natural” citizens without turning them into an intellectual threat.
Mudie’s intrusion into the public/private domain of the bourgeois
home had been sanctioned by the strict moral codes to which he
adhered, and fiction’s intrusion into the public library came to be
sanctioned by the same processes.
Women readers were clearly seen as important to the success of
the movement; many libraries set aside separate reading rooms for
women and supplied them with novels and fashion magazines, and
women librarians were increasingly taken on both because they were
cheaper to employ and because they were seen to exert a positive
influence on rowdy boys and impressionable young girls. Women
were encouraged to read aloud to their families, thus combining the
demands of pleasure, self-improvement, and moral responsibility. M.
V. Hughes recalls in her autobiography that, while novels and news-
papers were never allowed on Sundays, at other times “Scott, Dickens,
Thackeray, Lamb, George Eliot, Tennyson, Byron, Coleridge, Disraeli
. . . became part of our lives,” and that while the women in the fam-
ily were not allowed to visit the theater or the music hall, which,
“mother explained, were not dull, only not very nice,” by way
of compensation her mother told them stories “from Shakespeare,
Jane Austen, [and] Scott.”59 From a type of reading that, it had been
argued in the early years, it was necessary to ban from libraries alto-
gether, by the 1890s fiction was being increasingly accepted as a
healthy and even essential component of their stock. This, we might
suggest, was a concession to reader demand, but it was mediated
through the changes in gender positions that occurred throughout
the 1880s and 1890s, rooted as they were in debates around the “na-
ture” and responsibility of citizenship.
V.
That these softening effects did not apply to all fiction but largely
to the male-dominated canon of “classics” is apparent from library
records. Libraries maintained their censoring stranglehold on stock not
only through their close links with the circulating libraries but in the
selection by committee of new novels. And the person who perused
publishers’ lists, made suggestions to the committee, and ultimately
fed these selections to the readers via catalogs, newspapers, and face-
to-face consultations was the public librarian. The role of this self-styled
“guardian of public morals” is crucial to an understanding of the role
of public reading in the turn-of-the-century literary field.
There had been no body of professionals on which to draw when
Winchester opened its doors in 1851, and early public librarians were
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appallingly poorly paid. The Library Association made the issue a top
priority at its first annual meeting in 1878 and found that the country’s
worst-paid librarian received only £20 per annum, and while the high-
est earner received £120, around £60 was about the norm.60 This was
at a time when a lower-middle-class clerk was likely to receive £120.
Nonetheless, applications for this new role were so numerous that, as
Thomas Greenwood notes, “the task often becomes bewildering and
perplexing. These applications have reached in number as high as 450
for only a third or fourth-rate post.” Nor was there any real sense of
what social position the public librarian should occupy; Greenwood
adds that these applications are not only numerous but “invariably
include soldiers, sailors, pensioners, clerks, teachers, booksellers,
and . . . [representatives] from every class and section of society . . .
Many of the average applicants for these positions who have had no
experience of library work, imagine that the post is an easy way to a
respectable position in society, or that it affords an opportunity for
private study. Both ideas are erroneous.”61
The idea that both self-improvement and respectability were
thought to be on offer in this role is crucial. Despite the fact that, as
Greenwood suggests, neither was a possibility in the early years,
librarians were struggling throughout much of this period to attain
some form of professional status instead of being seen as lowly pub-
lic servants. They were encouraged in these efforts by the Library
Association, which, formed in the late 1870s, held annual meetings
and declared that the professionalization of librarianship was one of
its aims.62 By the 1880s the Library Association had introduced sum-
mer schools and professional examinations to further this end. The
examination questions are illuminating and provide an indication of
exactly how it was thought this professionalization might be achieved.
The examiners insisted not only that a librarian should know suffi-
cient Latin to be able to catalog books and enough about library
science to keep up with new methods but that he or she should be
able to attend to reader enquiries with a list of largely male-authored
canonical works—both fictional and factual—in English that (inevita-
bly) included Chaucer, Milton, Matthew Arnold, and Shakespeare.63
In fact, from the first librarians took their duties as guardians of
public morals seriously and understood that these included above
all the censorship of novels and the acquisition of a full canon
of works. Responding to a town councilor who had criticized the
public library movement in the Publishers’ Circular in 1872, Leeds’s
public librarian James Yates stressed that “the class of fiction offered
is not of the most unsatisfactory kind, especially when compared with
the garbage which could be obtained at the small cost of one penny
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per volume at the libraries existing in each town prior to the adop-
tion of the acts . . . fiction is tabooed altogether from . . . our . . .
reference shelves, excepting where it is included in the collective
works of some of the earlier writers, and in the better class of serials,
such as can be found in the British Museum.”64 The appeal to a higher
authority such as the British Museum is indicative of the responsibil-
ity that Yates felt he carried, and to whom.
Obviously, the inclusion of new, untried, uncanonical fiction was
another matter. The debate by the turn of the century had become
one about exactly how a new work that deserved to be included in
the canon might be recognized. Meanwhile, the increasing volume
of popular fiction being produced continued to undergo censorship
by committee. Nick Hiley has suggested that if one was a subscriber
to Mudie’s even after the 1909 agreement it was always possible to
purchase under the counter some banned book or other,65 but there
is no indication that the Mudie-style censorship process also used by
the public libraries enabled this here; books deemed unsuitable were
generally returned to the publishers. Winchester’s Mr. Burchett does
indicate in the 1905 interview that when his committee decided
to ban Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, one committee member—
who turned out to be the mayor—never returned his copy.66 This,
however, seems to be an example of private opportunism rather than
large-scale profiteering, since I have found no other mention any-
where of books going astray before they reach the shelves.
At times, the precarious nature of the librarian’s role and the
often isolated conditions in which he or she and the committee
worked led to some interesting discrepancies between different towns.
Winchester’s Mr. Burchett, for example, failed to understand why
his committee had refused to allow him to stock some of the novels
of Thomas Hardy, but he was frequently asked for novels by Ouida,
Fielding, and Smollett, which he not only did not stock but felt were
“not fit for the shelves of a public library.”67 Leeds, however, stocked
thirty-one of Ouida’s books and most of Hardy’s, including Tess of the
D’Urbervilles, which Winchester refused along with Jude. Hall Caine
was banned in some libraries as well as by Mudie’s and Smith’s, but
in Winchester his works are given as among the most popular, run-
ning a “neck and neck race for supremacy” with Marie Corelli, who
was banned from Acton Library along with Ouida and Zola.68 Two of
Corelli’s novels—Wormwood and Vendetta—were also banned from
Ealing Free Library in 1899, despite her protestations that they
had been enjoyed and endorsed by the queen and the Prince of
Wales. This ban led the ever-vocal Corelli to write to the Library
Association in indignation: “For the preservation of innocence and
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ignorance in the ‘Young Person’ it would be necessary to exclude
Shakespeare, Sterne, Swift, Shelley and Byron from free libraries . . .
For myself I take it as a great compliment that my works should have
secured the veto of the Ealing Free Library judges. I feel that when
Ealing condemns, and critics wield the flail, I am on the high road to
fame indeed.”69
The idea that the public libraries were, like Mudie’s, bastions of
anti-aesthetic conservatism was clearly well established by this time,
and it aroused the wrath of more writers and critics than Corelli.
Arnold Bennett, for example, noted in 1909 that “a few new novels
get into the Library every year. They must, however, be ‘innocuous,’
that is to say, devoid of original ideas. This, of course, is inevitable
in an institution presided over by a committee which has infinitely
less personal interest in books than in politics or the price of coal.”70
Nonetheless, that same conservatism served to brand the books it
endorsed with a certain social legitimization, and this was due to the
social and economic conditions in which it was embedded, worthy,
patriarchal, and middle class by nature.
I am not suggesting that free libraries were themselves respon-
sible for the formation of the late-nineteenth-century literary canon,
though they clearly helped both to engender and to perpetuate it.
There is, for one thing, as we have seen, no centralizing influence on
stock throughout much of this period, and therefore libraries tended
to retain a highly parochial character. What I am suggesting is that
something much more subtle is going on; that public spaces like the
free library, emerging out of mid-nineteenth-century philosophies
around the importance of literature to the formations of character
and citizenship, grew up with them, making public not just their fail-
ures but the ways in which their successes were linked to middle-
class hegemonic codes. As Stefan Collini has pointed out in his
exploration of public moralists like Smiles, “Although the classic
scenes of character-building are essentially private . . . it was also
true [in this period] that character was an ascribed quality, possessed
and enjoyed in public view.”71
One crucial result of this publicization was a new linking of read-
ing practices with cultural capital. Sanctioned by a central public
library, selected in its atmosphere of seriousness and the equation
of self-help with responsible citizenship, a book could really say
something about its reader. That what it said was in itself problem-
atic is another story. The story is, in part, of Gissing’s Nancy Lord,
whose social status, like her name, has no connection to traditional
meanings and is therefore dangerously open to interpretation. But
it is the story also of Wells’s Coote, who sees himself as “a Good
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Influence, a refined and amiable figure”—a prime representative, in
other words, of the country’s middle classes.72 And he is introduced
to us in the act of performing this role in a place that is not only
central to the novel’s satire but that—correctly interpreted—can add
to our understanding of the social significance both of the institution
and of the literature it offered: “You must figure him as about to
enter our story, walking with a curious rectitude of bearing through
the evening dusk towards the Public Library, erect, large-headed—
he had a great big head, full of the suggestion of a powerful mind
well under control . . . He was a local house-agent, and a most active
and gentlemanly person, a conscious gentleman, equally aware of
society and the serious side of life.”73
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